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JAN I FORM SNAKE 

African, French, Gui nea, Baga Tribe, Landowman sub-tribe 
painted wood. 

Gift of Mrs. R. Henry Norweb 
60.37 

Recent ’’discoveries" in the still extant cultures and tribes in Africa 
have brought to light several types of objects previously unknown and 
these enlarge our image of the tribes from which they come. The decay 
of the traditional religious beliefs in the Baga tribe in French Guinea 
underlies the recent appearance of a number of janiform snakes similar 
to the MCiseum’s new acquisition. 

"Baga art was long represented by a few fine pieces in the Musde de 
I 'Homme, in Paris, and a very small number of private collections. Then 
the penetration of Islam brought others to light, adding to the number, 
but not to the type, of works already known: these included examples of 
the monumental ’Nimba’ mask of the Simo secret society, seemingly too 
large to be carried by the single dancer who did wear it on the occasion 
of the rites for the rice harvest. There were also added examples of the 
'Banda', with its human nose and eyes that mediate between the jaws of the 
crocodile and the horns of the antelope, (the complementary principles, 
suitable to this bayou topography, of water and earth); of human figures, 
short and stocky, with heads resembling the 'Nimba' masks; and of highly 
colored birds - 'the bird who lives in the marshes.' 

"To these types of Baga sculpture we can now add the sinuous upright, 
janiform snakes ... of which a small number is now known, in their color- 
ing (originally bright) and triangular decoration they have certain sim- 
ilarities with the decorated canoe prows of the Baga, but otherwise seem 
to bear little resemblance to the other kinds of sculpture fromtthis area. 

"The snake is an important religious symbol for many tribes in this area 
of Africa. However, the myths or legends connected with them vary greatly. 
These huge Baga representations of pythons were unknown until very recently 
and consequently little information about them is available. Since most 
Baga sculpture is connected with the Simo society, it is likely that these 
may be also. However, one authority states that they represent the god- 
dess, Niniganni, the 'dispenser of Riches'." 

The above material and quotations come from the introduction and catalogue 
by Robert Goldwater in Sculpture from Three African Tribes, Senufo, Baga , 
Dogon , New York, The Museum of primitive Art, 1959. ~ 
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